to funds to found or support houses of Cistercian women, their ability to do so derived from varied legal situations. Sometimes they were heiresses in their own right, inheriting their position because of the failure of male heirs in their family line; these heiresses are seen both acting on their own or jointly with husbands. Other women founders and patrons acted as wives or mothers, as widowed regents and then dowagers, who acquired their honors and titles following the departure or deaths of brothers, husbands, sons, fathers, or nephews on Crusade.
The examination of these five Lady/Lords and their powerful female relatives suggest that their rule often originally stemmed from the "fatal attraction" of Crusading in its various forms (to the Levant, Iberia, or against the Albigensians in the south of France). The mortality of "entire generations" of men who left home on such Crusades not only was an important factor in the appearance of Lady/Lords ruling castles and counties, but also their competence in doing so must have made it easier for men to depart on such ventures.
Matilda of Brunswick (1172-1209/10), Crusader's Wife
Perhaps the highest in elite status of these Matildas was Matilda of Brunswick, half-cousin of the Queen of France, Blanche of Castile. She was the daughter of Matilda, Duchess of Saxony, and granddaughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and King Henry II of England. Matilda was living at the English court when her parents both died in 1189. She soon married Geoffrey III, count of the Perche, a region of northern France just west of Chartres. They had a son named Thomas who would inherit the county. 4 This Matilda's brief appearance as a founder of a house of Cistercian nuns at Les Clairets in the Perche followed the death of her husband Geoffrey, who had set off on Crusade in 1202, fallen ill, and returned home to die, asking that in remission of his unfulfilled Crusader vow, his widow, Matilda, found a religious house of whatever order and gender she chose. Matilda obtained a papal bull from Innocent III in 1203 confirming her intention to found an abbey of Cistercian nuns in fulfillment of her late husband's wishes. A foundation charter for the Cistercian abbey of nuns at Les Clairets near Nogent-le-Rotrou was issued by this Matilda in July 1204. She gave the new abbey the rights over two working farms within the monastic boundaries, the métairies of Boveria and Pont, two arpents of meadow at Tilium, half a mill at Saint-Victoire, ten marks in annual rent from her manor of Hagenet in England, the right to have an agent in Nogent-le-Rotrou to care for the nuns' business there, and usage rights in all her woodlands (except those of Le Perchet) for building materials, firewood, and pasture for the nuns' animals, including pigs. 5 This Matilda likely had died by May 1213 when her son, the knight Thomas, Count of the Perche, confirmed these gifts to Les Clairets and continued by making his own. 6 Thomas died in 1217, the sole fatality of the assault on the walls of Lincoln led by the young Prince Louis of France, the future Louis VIII. Thomas was succeeded as count of the Perche by his father Geoffrey's younger brother, William, bishop of Châlons, who appears to have resigned his bishopric to take up the county after Thomas died. 7 Matilda's actions as the founder of the Cistercian abbey of nuns at Les Clairets for the soul of her husband Geoffrey were soon seen almost entirely through the lens provided by her brother-in-law William, formerly bishop of Châlons. His pancarte-like performative act of "foundation" or "refoundation" dated 1221 confirmed the earlier acts of his nephew Thomas and of his brother Geoffrey, but totally occluded Matilda of Brunswick's role. 8 Indeed only the bull from Innocent III making circa 1260. 10 Thus, the Port-Royal cartulary opens with the act from 1209 in which Bouchard of Marly, acting with his wife Matilda of Châteaufort, gave the nuns of Port-Royal thirty-six arpents of woods at Moleretz in perpetuity. 11 For both Matildas, it was the property that they controlled as dower after the death of each husband on different Crusades that appears to have been the source of their patronage of the Cistercian abbey. One after the other, Matilda of Garlande and then Matilda of Châteaufort supported Port-Royal as regents over the lordship of Marly for more than half a century. As in the case of Matilda of Brunswick, they acted not as heiresses but as widows. 12 In contrast, the last two Matildas in this account acted as heiresses, inheritors of their properties, after a failure of male heirs.
Matilda of Amboise, Inherited Power (d. 1256)
Matilda of Amboise inherited her rights to the county of Chartres from her mother, Isabelle of Chartres. Matilda, Lady of Amboise, eventually countess of Chartres, came to the latter office following her mother Isabelle' s inheritance from a nephew of the county of Chartres and associated territories in 1218, at the same time that Isabelle' s sister, Marguerite of Blois, inherited the county of Blois. 13 Matilda of Amboise, however, was born considerably before her mother became countess of Chartres ( fig. 1 Matilda was probably the second of six children born to Isabelle and her first husband, Sulpice, Lord of Amboise. What little we know about their children comes from two documents for the priory of Cistercian nuns at Moncey, which had been founded by Isabelle and Sulpice circa 1209. An act from 1214 records that Sulpice granted rights at l' Île-Barbe to the Cistercian nuns of Moncey with the assent of his wife Isabelle, their son Hugh, and daughter Matilda as well as younger children, John, William, A., and Dionysia. 14 The younger children then disappeared from all records, and Sulpice had died before Isabelle became countess in 1218, for she had a second husband, John of Oisy, when she was granted the county of Chartres. After Sulpice's death, his son Hugh, Matilda's brother, became Lord of Amboise; Matilda inherited after his death circa 1235. As Lady of Amboise, Matilda ruled there, first with her husband, Richard of Beaumont, until his death circa 1240, and then alone until her own death in 1256. Upon the death of her mother Isabelle of Chartres in 1248 or 1249, Matilda became countess of Chartres as well as Lady of Amboise.
The generosity of Matilda of Amboise and her mother Isabelle to houses of Cistercian nuns is particularly striking. 15 Isabelle had founded two houses of Cistercian nuns early in her reign as countess. 16 Already in 1232, Matilda and her husband, Richard of Beaumont, had granted the nuns of Lieu-Notre-Dame up to one hundred arpents of uncultivated land in the forest of Calmont near Romorantin, land to be brought under 14 cultivation and held free of rent. 17 In 1249, the new countess Matilda, in one of her first charters after her mother's death, granted to the nuns of Lieu-Notre-Dame, for the souls of her father, Sulpice of Amboise, and her mother, Isabelle of Chartres, and her husband Richard of Beaumont, and for herself, new expanses of wooded property near the grange of Hagueville, which the nuns could "guard, sell, give, uproot and reduce to agriculture." 18 In another she confirmed to those nuns of Lieu-NotreDame their rights in the woods near the abbey, its great pond and ditches to keep it drained, rabbit warrens, and rights to hunt small animals to provide food for the sick. 19 When Matilda died, the county reverted to a cousin who had earlier inherited the county of Blois.
The fact that they had no direct heirs and that the King did not limit their almsgiving, placed Matilda of Amboise and her mother Isabelle in a unusual situation in regard to their support of Cistercian nuns. 20 By the time they had become widows circa 1240, they were both beyond childbearing age and knew that Matilda would have no direct heirs. These facts meant that Matilda of Amboise and her mother Isabelle could be exceedingly generous in their support of their favored Cistercian nuns, not only at Eau-lez-Chartres and Lieu-Notre-Dame, but also at the priory of Moncy and at a new foundation at Perray near Angers. 21 Without direct heirs, Matilda and Isabelle had no limits on their abilities as heiresses to give generously to the Church. This is in contrast to our next Matilda, Matilda of Courtenay, who at the time of her death had two great-granddaughters who would inherit her counties. 35-37, and Bondéelle-Souchier, "Les moniales cisterciennes," 281, which mistakenly identifies Matilda whose husband was Richard of Beaumont as from Blois rather than from Amboise. Matilda the Great, countess since 1199, was a good and strong ruler in her own right. She lived to about seventy years of age, making her last testament just before her death in 1257. She had been a wise ruler of her towns, issuing them charters and encouraging their commerce and industry. Indeed, I first encountered Matilda of Courtenay, on a feudal coin, issued under her own name: "Matilda Comitisse, Nivernensis," which from the hoard evidence appears to have come from the 1240s; such coinage in her own name is evidence of her strong rulership. 29 Her story, however, was far from unique in the history of thirteenthcentury women' s rule, except insofar as being an exaggerated case of the continued failure of male heirs in her family that had begun long before she was born. 30 University of Iowa 29. Such feudal coins were never dated, but these may be assigned to the 1240s by their hoard context. That Matilda successfully issued them in her own name suggests her power; see Constance H. Berman, "A Thirteenth-century Coin Hoard in the Collection of American Numismatic Society and a Penny from the Cluniac Priory of Souvigny," Trésors monétaires 8 (1986): 115-27, pl. 41. My thanks to Alan Stahl who had found the hoard in the collections and suggested it as a research project. I intend to pursue further the issues of castles, fairs, town charters, and women's use of written records in a study on medieval women's work.
30. When I first traced Matilda's history, I wondered at the familial tendency to have so many successive daughters inheriting and ruling. Was this statistically possible or was this evidence of some male-transmitted genetic disorder? Probably instead this was the result of familial ideals of masculinity and Christian chivalry shared by many in the central Middle Ages.
